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a The Franck Symphonic Variations is 
neither a symphony nor a regular set of vari- 

ations. In fact, it is often classed as a piano 

concerto. A one-of-a-kind work, it is in three 

sections only the second of which is a set 

of variations. Abraham Veinus remarks: “If 

the sections were given headings, they might 

respectively be titled Prologue, Variations, 

and Finale.” Even the variation section 
proper is peculiar in that two different 
themes are used. 

Tovey has described the work well as “a 

finely and freely organized fantasia with an 

important episode in variation-form.” The 

variations themselves are “a single flowing 

series forming little more than an episode 

placed between an introduction about half as 

long and a finale more than twice as long. 

The introduction and finale are on a totally 

different theme from that of the variations, 

this variation theme being only hinted at in 

the introduction and being only brought in 

as a bass counterpoint in two passages in 
the finale.” 

And yet Alfred Cortot called this unusual 

work “the most perfect . . . the most lucid 

and finished of Franck’s artistic realizations,” 

and it is generally conceded to be one of the 

finest examples of writing for piano and or- 

chestra that the music of France has pro- 
duced. It is rich in dramatic contrasts, sym- 

phonic in scope, notable for melodies of mem- 

orable pliancy set to harmonies that suggest 

mystic interpretations. 

The opening is a kind of dialogue, the 

orchestra’s~ urgent questioning being ans- 

wered by the at once plaintive and consoling 

melody of the piano, unaccompanied. The 

solo piano announces the main theme of the 

variations and the orchestra develops it, with 

delicate piano accompaniment in arpeggios 

and cross rhythms. The variations are not 

numbered and flow from one to the other 

without noticeable breaks. The original piano 

theme is brought back into the music, which 

becomes ever more delicate and transparent. 

The piano trill leads us deftly into the final 

section, in F-sharp major. And here the sym- 

phonic character is most pronounced; that is, 

the feeling of a symphonic finale is most 

César Franck born at Liege, Belgium, 

December 10, 1822; died in Paris, No- 
vember 8, 1890. 
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formed in Paris by the Société Nationale 

de Musique, May 1, 1885. 
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Symphony on a French Mountain Air, 

for Orchestra and Piano, Op. 25, com- 
posed in 1886; first performed in Paris 

by the Concerts Lamoureux, March 20, 

1887. Its movements are: I. Assez lent, 

modérément animé, un peu plus vite. 

II. Assez modéré, mais sans _ lenteur. 

III. Animé. 

palpable. The dying fall of the introductory 

piano melody is now transformed into a 

sprightly and courageous subject moving to 

a brilliant conclusion. 

= The best of Franck’s music was composed 

when he was more than fifty years old, and 

these Symphonic Variations come from 1885, 

the composer’s sixty-third year. Oddly 

enough, Franck had begun as a composer 

for the piano, only to abandon the instru- 

ment almost entirely and then return to it 

in these last years of mastery. When he was 

a young man he had tried to write brilliantly 

for the instrument without worrying very 

much about purity of form, urged on to com- 

pose ‘saleable pieces’ by his ambitious father. 

When he returned to piano writing it was 

with quite the opposite approach. In his later 

works he used the piano as one of the en- 

semble of musicians, fully involved in the 

elaboration of the music instead of a kind 

of instrumental prima donna using the or- 

chestra as a mere backdrop. 

The Symphonic Variations were performed 

first on May 1, 1885, at a concert of the 

Société Nationale de Musique in Paris, Louis 

Diémer, to whom the work is dedicated, the 

soloist, Franck conducting. 

# D’Indy’s Symphony on a French Mountain 

Air uses the piano in much the same way 

that Franck used it, as an additional or- 

chestrai choir which can be called on to dis- 

play itself in occasional virtuosity or be in- 

tegrated with the rest of the orchestra, ac- 

cording to the needs of the moment in the 

music. This is, then, a true symphony, but 

with special characteristics, another of them 

being the use of cyclic form. A particular 

penchant of Franck, who was d’Indy’s teacher 

and guiding light, cyclic form —by which 

principal themes in more than one move- 

ment of a work are derived from a com- 

mon melodic source—was not new in 1885. 

Many progenitors have been cited, some as 

tar back as Baroque music; an obvious ex- 

ample, noted by Philip Hale, is the idée fixe 

of the Berlioz Symphonie fantastique which 

recurs in several feverish guises therein, 

representing the pretty girl who is like the 

melody that haunts you night and day. (Hale 

adds about the d’Indy work: “One of the 

interesting features of this symphony, which 

might be called a fantasia, is the manner 

in which both harp and piano are used to- 

gether, in opposition, and in various instru- 

mental combinations.’’) 

This chief theme is quickly introduced in 

the first movement as a mountain song, 

played by the English horn with simple ac- 

companiment. It is serene and pastoral and 

quite lovely. Other instruments deliver it and 

prepare for the introduction of the piano 

with the second idea. The original melody 

returns often, in this movement and the 

others that follow. In the second movement 

it is heard in a variant for piano, again as 

a horn fanfare, and then melodically for 

muted horn. In the finale piano and harp, 
woodwinds and piano solo reiterate it before 

the symphony ends in a resounding tutti. 

a Nature was to d’Indy what religion was to 

Franck, an eternal wellspring of truth and 

constancy. In a letter dated 1887, he wrote 

from Vernoux: “At this moment I see the 

snowy summits of the Alps, the nearer 

mountains, the plain of the Rhone, the pine 

woods that I know so well, and the green, 
rich harvest which has not yet been gathered. 

It is a true pleasure to be here after the 
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labors and the vexations of the winter. What 

they call at Paris ‘the artistic world’ seems 

afar off and a trifling thing. Here is true 

repose, here one feels at the true source of 
all art.” 

The work, sometimes known as the Sym- | 

phony Cévenole, after the range of Cévennes _ 
mountains in Languedoc which d’Indy loved 

so well, was first performed at a Lamoureux 

Concert in Paris, March 20, 1887. 
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